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TON,  N.  Y. 

SIMPLICITY  AND  DIRECTNESS  THE  REMEDIES 

FOn  PRESENT  COXDITIONS  WITH  REGARD 
TO  THE  ASSESSMENT  AND  COLLECTION  OF 
TAXES  IN  NEW  YORK 

By  Alfeed  E.  Holcomb 

Assistant  Secretary,  American  Telephone  amd  Telegraph 
Coitipanyj  Mernber  Execviive  Commitiee,  National 
Tax  Association 

In  accepting  the  invitation  to  appear  upon  the  program 
of  this  Third  New  York  State  Conference  as  a  speaker  upon 

the  subject  stated,  1  did  so  with  the  distinct  understanding 

ih&t  it  would  be  possible  for  me  to  do  but  little  more  than 

review  the  subject  of  the  paper  which  I  read  last  year,  in 
the  light  of  the  experience  gained  during  the  year  when 
perhaps  some  attention  has  been  directed  to  the  situation 
somewhat  extensively  described  in  that  paper.  With  this 
warning  in  advance,  you  will  be  prepared  to  expect  in  this 
review  much  of  repetition  and  much  that  will  therefore  be, 
i  fear,  monotonous. 

Let  me  state,  however,  at  once  and  emphatically  that  in 
my  own  view,  there  is  little  use  of  saying  more  along  the 
lines  of  simplification  and  clarification  of  the  tax  laws  of  this 
State  in  the  particulars  to  which  I  address  myself  and  in 
fact  in  general,  until  we,  you  —  each  of  you  —  I,  everyone 
who  has  a  conception  of  what  the  existing  situation  is  and  a 
desire  to  see  better  conditions,  is  willing  to  do  something 
besides  passively,  or  even  enthusiastically,  acknowledging 
the  existence  of  the  many  defects  and  will  agree  to  actually 
take  some  real  step  forward  in  a  plan  to  make  things  better. 
This,  in  fact,  constitutes  th©  burden  of  what  I  have  to  say. 
There  is  really  not  so  much  need  of  determining  upon  the 
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precise  method  of  procedure  as  there  is  in  taking  a  decisive 
stand  for  some  sort  of  action. 

We  have  hem  meeting,  conferring,  "  resolving,"  discuss- 
ing and  adjourning.  It  is  now  time  either  to  proceed  or  to 
cease  wasting  our  time  with  words. 

I  am  reminded  here  to  refer  to  one  phase  of  the  presrait 
attitude  of  some  who  are  really  sincere  friends  of  progress. 
This  is  an  attitude  whi<di  ccmtemplates  doing  nodiing  until 
we  can  have  an  entire  revision  of  the  tax  laws.    One  is 
strongly  tempted  to  take  such  a  position,  who  has  any  very 
extended  experience  with  the  subject  and  thus  is  able  to 
recognize  the  amount  of  work  which  needs  to  be  done  to 
bring  about  aU  that  should  be  accomplished  and  yet  is  it 
not  apparent  that  such  an  attitude  will  postpone  indefinitely 
anything  at  all  2   Is  it  not  really  possible  to  do  some  things 
along  certain  lines,  involving  mainly  the  maidiinery  as  it 
were  of  administration,  without  interfering  with  the  plan 
for  a  complete  revision  i   W©  think  so  and  to  that  end  earn- 
estly suggest  that  this  Conference  approach  the  subject  from 
this  angla   It  may  also  be  suggested  that  experiences  with 
past  tax  commissions  furnish  little  enoouxagement  or  hope 
of  changes  which  are  of  immediate  importance.    They  seem 
to  have  been  mainly  oono^ed  with  providing  more  com- 
plications and  suggesting  new  theories. 

The  condition  of  affairs  with  respect  to  administration  is, 
of  course,  particularly  deplorable  in  the  country  districts  of 
the  State,  but  it  exists,  or  the  effect  of  long-continued  ac- 
quiescence in.  do  nothing  "  policy  is  emphasized  in  the 
"  state  of  mind,"  if  I  may  use  that  term,  existing  in  the 
cities  where  the  result  of  chronic  conditions  would  necessar- 
ily be  prominently  shown. 

The  illustration  most  often  referred  to  is  that  which  may 
be  drawn  from  a  consideration  of  the  administration  of  the 
laws  for  the  taxation  of  personal  property. 

The  annual  farce  produced  in  the  attempt  to  administer 
the  "general  property  tax"  soHjalled  in  the  taxation  of 
that  species  of  property  is  an  old  story  and  it  is  by  no  means 
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my  purpose  to  repeat  it  here.  Nor  do  I,  by  any  manner  of 
means,  seek  to  uphold  suck  a  tax.  What  I  do  mean  to  sug- 
gest by  the  reference,  is  the  gradual  and  permanent  lower- 
ing of  standards  of  efficiency,  not  only  in  the  taxation  of 
personal  property^  but  in  the  ^ozoemesit  of  all  tax  laws, 
which  is  caused  by  the  general  contempt  with  which  the 
citizen  has  come  to  look  upon  what  ought  to  be  his  obliga- 
tion to  support  the  goyemment  and  do  his  part  in  ccmtributr 
ing  to  the  funds  necessary  to  carry  on  that  government.  In 
other  words,  my  illustration  has  a  ra&er  serious  aspect 
which  cannot  be  overlooked. 

Of  course,  this  same  contempt  of  law  and  obligation  ap- 
pears in  other  forms  of  governmental  c<Hitrol,  State  and 
National,  and  1  assume  it  to  admittedly  present  one  of  the 
most  serious  problems  now  confronting  the  people  of  this 
State  and  Nation.  It  is  not,  therefore,  something  perticu- 
larly  pronounced  in  taxation  problems,  but  its  effects,  as 
applied  to  those  problems  are  what  we  here  are  called  upon 
to  note. 

Let  me  dose  this  somewhat  trito  and,  I  f tiresome 
introduction  with  an  illustration  of  what  I  mean.  I  quote 
from  some  remarks  made  in  1908  by  the  head  of  the  New 
York  City  tax  departnii^t: 

"  In  New  York  we  have  no  name  for  what  we  do.  We 
do,  in  fact,  with  great  diligence  go  through  the  directories 
of  the  city  and  set  down  the  names  of  all  persons  who  were 
not  assessed  the  year  before  who  are  found  by  the  efficient 
agents  of  Messrs.  Trow  &  Co.,  who  get  up  our  directory; 
and  having  put  their  names  down  and  noted  where  they  live, 
assessments  are  placed  against  those  names  on  the  principle 
of  making  ^ke  assessment  high  enough.  (Laughter)  And 
then,  although  the  law  does  not  require  it  of  us,  we  are  good 
enough  to  said  those  people  notices  that  they  have  been  asr 
sessed  for  this  amount,  and  they  are  invited  to  visit  us  in 
the  months  of  January,  February  and  Mardi  if  they  don't 
like  our  guess.  They  come  to  see  us  at  a  rate  of  about  aix 
hundi-ed  to  eight  hundred  a  day  during  those  three  months. 
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Thereupon  we  examine  as  to  what  they  have^  and  swear  diem 
to  liie  truth  of  the  statement^  and  allow  them  to  go,  some- 
times in  peace  and  sometimes  not.      (Laughter.)  " 

iETow  the  absurdity  of  the  situation  llius  graphically  de- 
scribed is  amusing'^  but  does  it  not  point  out  to  us  its  moral  ? 
Does  not  everyone  here  recognize  at  once  tliat  sudi  a  situa- 
tion carries  ito  own  answers  which  are  tliat  cardempt  does 
not  spell  progress^  ridicule  does  not  shed  light,  absurdity 
does  not  produce  strength. 

Of  course  the  situation  in  Isew  York  Citv  is  not  different 
in  kind  from  that  in  every  city  of  the  State  or,  for  that 
matter,  in  every  state  where  the  genwal  property  tax " 
•  is  sought  to  be  a})plie<:l  to  all  classes  of  property.  The  very 
efficiency  of  the  tax  department  of  tliat  city,  notorious  not 
only  there  but  throughout  the  country  and  even  in  foreign 
countries^  negatives  the  idea  that  -New  York  City  presents 
a  situation  of  inccmip^i^cy  in  administratLve  personnel. 
It  rather  suggests  clearly  that,  given  the  most  efficient  offi- 
cers, an  impossible  and  unworkable  law  cannot  be  successfully 
administered.  My  reference  to  that  situati(m  was  made, 
however,  not  so  much  to  condemn  the  hiw  as  to  point  out  the 
result  which  may  be  expected  to  flow  f  rcmi  long-continued 
disregard  of  any  law  however  crude  it  be.  The  fact  that  tihie 
head  of  an  administrative  office  can  openly  and  plainly  con- 
fess to  complete  failure  of  cmforcement  and  be  sustained 
therein,  apparently  by  the  unanimous  verdict  of  the  people 
of  a  community,  is  the  feature  to  which  I  wish  to  draw  your 
attention. 

Reverting  to  what  has  gone  before,  may  it  not  be  sug- 
gested with  a  fair  degree  of  confidence  that  a  community 
cannot  continue  in  such  utter  disregard  of  statute  law  and 
retain  respect  for  it^  Does  it  not  also  suggest  that  disre- 
gard of  this  particular  law  b^ets  disregard  for  o^er  tax 
laws?  Does  it  not  suggest  that  we  should  begin  to  do  some- 
lliing  ?  The  wholesale  revision  of  the  entire  tax  law  would 
not  be  necessary  in  order  to  make  a  beginning,  for  instance, 
with  this  Idw. 
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Such  a  situation,  however,  cannot  be  properly  met  by  re- 
sort to  roundabout  and  evasive  efforts  to  do  something  by 
indirection  and,  as  it  were,  seLf-^eoeption  such  as  has  been 
attempted  by  the  recent  amendment  to  the  law  governing 
the  taxation  of  personal  property,  providing  for  a  tax  of  one- 
haK  of  1  per  cent,  upon  certain  forms  of  credits,  somewhat 
upon  the  analogy  of  the  mortgage  recording  fee.    This  new 
measure  seeks  to  provide  complete  exemption  of  such  credits 
from  taxation  in  snbsequent  years  and  even  in  the  hands  of 
any  subsequent  holder  and  of  course  allows  full  deduction 
of  debts  from  the  balance  of  his  personal  property.   We  do 
not  stop  to  dwell  upon  the  constitutional  questions  raised 
by  this  law  which  seem  to  us  to  be  serious  and  to  involve 
doubt  as  to  whether  it  may  not  be  improper  classification 
under  the  decisions  of  our  courts.   What  we  are  saying  here 
is  that  this  cure  for  admitted  ills  is  bo  cure  because  it  will 
not,  in  the  long  run,  receive  the  support  of  the  community 
when  it  realizes  what  has  been  done.    It  is  evasion  of  the 
issue  rafhw  than  a  straightforward  meeting  the  issue.  No 
one  can  fairly  justify  what  is  practical  exemption  from  tax- 
ation of  persons  owning  this  class  of  property  upon  any  such 
theory  as  that  it  is  double  taxation  and  thus  analogous  to 
the  mortgage  recording  fee  or  even  that  it  is  double  taxation 
in  any  sense,  to  tax  the  owner  of  securities  representing 
property  which  may  not  be  taxed  at  all  mther  in  the  home 
or  a  foreign  state.   Nor  can  it  be  justified  upon  the  theory 
that  it  is  a  classified  property  tax  like  the  tax  upon  banks 
and  trust  companies  which  is  an  annual  tax.    Thus  I  say, 
assuming  that  this  tax  is  properly  to  be  construed  as  a 
"  once  for  all "  tax,  which  seems  to  my  mind  to  be  open  to 
some  doubt  or  assuming  it  to  be  an  annual  tax,  it  does  not 
fairly  accomplish  its  purpose  of  curing  the  ills  of  the  former 
"  general  property  "  tax.   It  is  a  species  of  indirect,  indefi- 
nite and  speiaal  tax  which  is  always  mischievous,  mystifying 
and  unsatisfactory  because  of  the  inevitable  impossibility  of 
fixing  the  place  of  its  hva-den  and  will  not  permanently  en- 
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dure.  The  dangers  and  faults  of  such  special  and  indirect 
taxes  were  well  suggested  by  Mr.  Purdy  in  his  paper  read 
at  the  National  Tax  Conference  held  at  Buffalo  in  1901. 
He  them  said: 

The  Michigan  Tax  Commission  shares  the  prevailing 
opinion  that  the  only  way  to  avoid  State  equalization  is  to 
raise  suf&nent  reivenue  for  State  purposes  by  specific  taxes 
as  is  done  in  New  Jersey,  Pennsylvania,  Connecticut  and 
some  other  states.  There  are  many  and  grave  objections  to 
following  the  examples  of  these  states.  They  rely  for  rev- 
enue upon  specific  taxes  levied  upon  certain  selected  forms 
c£  pnyperty.  These  taxes  being  imposed  at  an  umrarying 
rate  sometimes  produce  too  much  revenue,  which  the  legis- 
latures promptly  squander,  or  produce  too  littie,  and  proper 
expenditures  have  to  be  curtailed,  or  the  state  is  forced  to 
borrow.  All  three  of  these  difficulties  have  been  met,  in 
recent  years  by  the  states  enumerated.  In  times  of  exces- 
sive revenue  the  legislatures  acquire  luibits  of  extravagance, 
and  in  times  of  deficit  the  business  community,  especially 
in  the  cities,  lives  in  daily  dread  that  some  new  and  opprech 
sive  tax  will  be  laid  to  fill  the  coffers  of  the  State.  The  sys- 
tem is  utterly  withottt  flexibility  and  does  more  damage  than 
the  mischief  which  it  wa^  designed  to  remedy/' 

However,  it  is  not  my  province  to  discuss  the  theories  of 
personal  property  taxation  and  I  only  refer  to  the  matter 
because  of  the  pronounced  illustration  it  offers  of  a  sitnor 
tion  which  it  seems  to  me  must  be  met  in  any  attempt  to 
solve  the  difficulties  witihi  which  my  colleagues  and  myself 
are  particularly  interested  here  to-day. 

My  point  is  that  precisely  the  same  effect,  in  hindj  has 
taken  place  and  is  taking  place  in  the  administration  of  the 
sections  of  the  Tax  Law  covering  the  assessment  and  coUec- 
ti(m  of  connty,  town,  school  and  district  taxes  as  is  forcibly 
illustrated  above  and  for  precisely  the  same  reason,  namely 
the  impossibUiiy  of  any  decent  administration  of  them  by 
reason  of  lack  of  directness  and  simplicity  in  tibie  legislation 
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80  that  evasion  is  made  easy  and  is  perhaps  encouraged. 

There  is  obscurity,  uncertainty,  conflict  between  sections, 
lack  of  any  approximation  of  accuracy  of  statement  and 
consequent  lack  of  support  by  administrators  or  tile  poeple 
affected. 

It  really  would  sewn  that  the  statutes  have  been  purposely 

made  obscure  so  as  to  promote  evasion  and  contempt  and 
this  is,  as  1  have  said,  part  and  parcel  of  the  '  state  of 
mind  "  of  the  citizens  at  large  who  have  hem  apparently  led 
to  believe  that  to  be  taxed  is  an  indication  of  intellectual 
deformity. 

The  State  Comptroller  in  a  recent  interview  made  the 
following  pertinent  statement: 

"  Examinations  of  the  accounts  and  fiscal  aifairs  of  the 
several  municipalities  in  the  State  made  by  this  depart- 
ment under  article  3  of  the  General  Municipal  Law  show 
that  in  not  a  single  county  have  taxes  been  levied  and  col- 
lected in  the  exact  manner  prescribed  by  law.  Serious  re- 
sults have  obtained  from  this  source,  since  the  courts  hold 
that  in  matters  pertaining  to  the  levy  of  and  collection  of 
taxes  the  statutes  must  be  strictly  construed,  and  where  the 
statutes  define  the  method  of  procedure  that  method  must  be. 
followed  and  that  deviation  therefrom  might  nullify  the  en- 
tire levy." 

The  same  state  of  affairs  exists  of  course  to  a  great  extent 
in  other  phases  of  statute  law.  Justice  Howard  in  a  recent 
letter  writes  as  follows: 

"  There  are  too  many  laws,  too  many  courts,  too  many 
appeals,  too  many  technicalities.  Nobody  knows  the  law, 
nobody  can  know  the  law.  In  these  days  a  law  library  would 
fill  a  bam.  The  himian  mind  cannot  comprehend  such  a 
mass  of  stuff.    And  its  bulk  is  increasing  at  an  appalUng 

rate.    *   *  * 

"  The  kw  should  be  firm  and  positive ;  it  has  come  to  be 
like  quicksand  and  slips  faster  than  you  can  place  your  feet 
This  uncertainty  of  the  law  propagates  litigation ;  it  breeds 
kwraits.  Its  havoc  upon  the  taxpayers  is  frightful  *  *  * 


An  old  maxim  says :  '  Every  man  is  presumed  to  know  the 
law.'  But  how  absurd  the  saying  is  now.  JJ^obody  can  know 
a  mass  so  discordant.  The  citizens  cannot  know  tiie  law, 
the  lawyers  cannot  comprehend  the  law,  the  judges  caimot 
interpret  the  law.  The  Bianan  maxim  might  be  modified  so 
as  to  run :  '  Ignorance  of  the  laws  excuses  no  one  —  except 
the  judges.' 

*'  ifobody  in  particular  is  to  blame.  The  judges,  the  Legis- 
lature, the  executive,  all,  perhaps,  do  the  best  they  can.  It 
is  a  condition  whidi  many  causes  have  produced.  Such 
conditions  have  arisen  before  —  in  Greece,  in  Rome,  in 
England.  But  they  were  cured  there.  They  should  be 
here." 

A  condition  has  thus  arisen  which  calls  for  some  immedi- 
ate attention  and  I  wanted  io  suggest,  as  I  have  said,  (tction 
rather  than  inaction,  control  rather  than  avoidance,  direct- 
ness rather  than  indirectness  and,  therefore,  use  the  above 
illustration  of  the  personal  property  tax  which  after  aU  is 
a  mighty  important  phase  of  the  subject. 

Of  course,  upon  the  assumption  with  which  I  started  out, 
it  is  not  necessary  or  desirable  to  repeat  in  terms,  the  mat- 
ter contained  in  my  paper  of  last  year.  I  am  assuming  that 
if  this  Conference  is  to  do  anything,  the  conditions  therein 
described  will  possibly  be  investigated  and  a  solution  out- 
lined by  such  person  or  persons  as  may  be  authorized  or  sug- 
gested by  the  delegates  here  assembled.  It  would,  perhaps, 
however  be  proper  to  hastily  review  the  general  conclusions 
which  were  therein  drawn,  in  the  light  of  experience  since, 
as  our  attention  has  been  more  particularly  focused  upon 
them.  It  is  doubtless  true  also  that  many  here  were  not 
present  last  year  and  I  might  also  remind  you  that  the 
paper  was  read  at  the  close  of  the  Conference  when  many 
delegates  had  left  and  there  was  no  adequate  opportunity 
to  secure  the  views  of  those  particularly  interested  in  the 
questions  discussed  and  most  competent  to  pass  judgment 
upon  them  and  finally  and,  most  important  of  all,  whose  full 
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and  hearty  c(M>peration  mast  be  had,  if  anjtfaiiig  of  perma- 
nent good  is  to  be  accomplished. 

The  points,  perhaps,  wcnrth  repeating  and  to  which  the 
attention  of  the  delegates  may  be  again  directed  are  substan- 
tially contained  in  a  letter,  which  I  recently  addressed  to 
local  (^eials  in  practically  every  coimty  in  the  State  in  an 
effort  to  anticipate  this  session  and  to  furnish  a  basis  for 
definite  discussiou  here  to-day.  An  extract  from  that  letter 
is  here  given  as  follows: 

''At  the  second  !N^ew  York  State  Tax  Conference  held  at 
BuflFalo  in  January,  19il2,  I  was  asked  to  prepare  and  read 
a  paper,  which  I  did,  endeavoring  to  make  some  suggestions 
looking  toward  the  simplification  of  the  assessment  and  col- 
lection of  taxes  in  towns  of  this  State.  The  paper  was  read 
at  the  close  of  the  Conference  and  consequently  there  was  lit- 
tle opportunity  for  discussion.  I  have  again  this  year  been 
asked  to  discuss  the  same  subject  at  the  Conference  to  be 
held  at  Binghamton,  January  28-29,  and  have  consented  to 
do  so,  if  it  would  be  merely  a  review  of  the  paper  read  last 
year. 

"  It  is  my  firm  conviction  that  little  can  be  accomplished, 

unless  we  have  the  cordial  and  interested  advice  and  assist- 
ance of  the  ccranty  and  town  officers  who  are  now  charged 
with  the  duty  of  assessing  and  collecting  taxes.  Especially 
is  it  necessary  to  know  the  difficulties  as  they  actually  exist 
and  whether  the  suggested  changes  will  tend  towards  im- 
provement. To  that  end,  I  invite  and  urge  your  considera- 
tion of  the  paper  read  last  year,  which  I  inclose  and  call 
your  attention  specifically  to  certain  points  which  are  par- 
ticularly emphasized  and  about  which  we  need  the  help  of 
the  supervisors,  county  treasnreis  and  other  local  officers. 
These  points  are  as  follows: 

"  1.  Simplification  of  the  form  of  the  tax  roll  and  its 
standardization  throughout  the  State.  I  advocate  the  repeal 
at  once  of  the  present  requirements  of  section  21  and  the 
enaetment  ol  a  law  pennitting  the  State  Board  of  Tax  Qom- 
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missioners  to  prepare  and  furnish  a  form  of  assessment-roll 
which  shall  be  easily  adapted  to  the  conditions  as  they  exist 
and  which  may  be  changed  to  accommodate  new  ccmditicms. 
It  seems  to  me  that  much  of  the  difficulty  at  present  comes 
from  the  c<Mnplicated  form  of  roll  required  by  the  present 
law.   See  pages  5,  G  (and  footnote  1),  7  and  10.  (493-496.) 

"  2.  I  advocate  showing  upon  the  assessment-roll,  not  only 
the  total  assessm^t  of  each  parcel,  but  its  location  within 
the  town,  i.  e.,  school  district,  fire  district,  etc.,  and  in  case  a 
parcel  is  in  more  than  one  district,  the  proportionate  amount 
in  each.    See  page  10.  (498.) 

3.  It  follows  that  as  assessments  for  school  and  special 
district  purposes  would  appear  upon  the  one  roll,  school 
trustees  would  not  need  to  make  assessments  and  school  tax 
ooUectors  would  be  abolished.  The  town  collector  would  col- 
lect all  taxes.    See  page  10.  (498.) 

"4.  As  a  necessary  or  important  aid  to  the  efficient  levy- 
ing of  taxes  under  the  above  plan,  I  suggest  that  the  entire 
clerical  work  of  computing  the  taxes  and  properly  entering 
them  upon  the  tax  rolls ;  the  preparation  of  tax  bills  and 
the  details  of  collectiim  be  under  the  general  charge  of  some 
county  officer  with  a  permanent  office  and  salary,  who  should 
Teodve  the  town  rolls,  make  necessary  footings  and  issue  the 
bills  to  the  town  collectors  for  collection.  See  page  10. 
(498.) 

"6.  I  advocate  semi-annual  payment  of  tax  bills  as  a 
measure  of  relief  to  taxpayers  and  as  a  perfectly  prop«r 
business  proposition.   See  page  3.  (490.) 

«  The  above  are  the  main  suggestions.  The  method  of 
accomplishment  is,  of  course,  something  which  needs  very 
careful  study  and  attention  so  as  not  to  cause  disturbance  and 
details  would  all  have  to  be  worked  out  carefuUy  by  persons 
with  a  good  knowledge  of  the  law  and  also  of  present  condi- 
tions. ,  .  . 
My  belief  is  that  all  this  is  merely  busmess  management. 

There  should  be  no  attempt  whatever  to  make  any  changes  m 
substantial  rights  but  merely  to  set  up  more  effici^it  machin- 
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eiy  for  the  collection  of  taxes  and  reduce  the  mistakes  and 
difficulty  now  exidting. 

"  It  would  be  of  the  greatest  possible  assistance  if  you 
would  consider  these  suggestions^  talk  the  matter  over  with 
o&er  coimty  and  town  officials  and  write  me  frankly  your 
views  and  the  views  of  the  others.  Most  important  of  all 
it  would  be  very  helpful  if  you  would  come  to  Bingbamton 
prepared  to  discuss  the  subject 

"As  stated  at  the  beginning,  we  absolutely  need  the  opin- 
ions of  those  familiar  with  these  matters  as  a  preliminary  to 
further  consideration  and  study. 

"  The  time  being  short,  I  would  like  very  mudi  to  have 
an  early  reply,  it  being  understood  that  I  may  expect  nothing 
but  your  present  impressions  and  that  no  publicity  whatever 
will  be  given  to  the  views  you  express  and  your  name  will  in 
no  way  be  mentioned  in  anything  that  I  may  say. 

I  hope  by  this  means  to  l>e  able  to  merely  give  the  gen- 
eral result  of  the  communications  whicdi  may  be  thus  fur- 
nished, so  that  the  Conference  will  have  something  practical 
to  work  with. 

"  Your  prompt  co-operation  is  earnestly  solicited." 

I  may  say  that  the  pages  referred  to  in  this  letter  are 
pages  of  the  pamphlet  copy  of  the  paper  as  printed  separately 
a  short  time  after  the  Conference,  and  which  some  of  you 
may  possibly  have  with  you  here.  The  corr^ponding  pages 
in  volume  1,  New  York  State  Conferences,  since  printed, 
are  shown  in  parentheses. 

Bnnning  hastily  over  the  various  suggestions  made  last 
year  with  the  idea  of  confirmation,  modification,  elimination 
or  addition,  1  should  say  as  to  No.  1^ — ike  simplification 
of  section  21  of  the  Tax  Law  —  that  I  am  more  convinced 
than  ever,  from  a  careful  study  of  the  experience  this  year 
in  payment  of  tax  bills  by  the  company  with  whi^  I  am 
connected  and  inquiries  made  of  other  large  taxpayers 
having  property  scattered  over  the  State  and  from  correspond- 
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ence  and  discussion  with  State  and  local  officials,  that  it  is 
i^3»olutely  impoBsible  to  properly  display  the  assessments 
and  taxes  upon  the  f  onn  now  in  use  and  it  is  also  clear  to 
me  that  it  is  impossible  to  devise  a  form  of  roll  which  will 
meet  tiie  situation  so  long  as  a  definite  arrangement  of 
columns  is  required  by  section  21.  I,  therefore,  unhestitat- 
ingly  repeat  my  recommendation,  that  the  section  should  be 
changed  to  admit  of  flexibility  and  so  that  a  form  may  be 
devised  by  the  State  Board  of  Tax  Commissioners  to  meet 
conditions  suggested  by  experience  and  by  ike  local  officials. 
I  see  no  possible  objection  to  such  a  change.  It  is  the  uni- 
versal practice  in  other  states  where  there  is  any  sort  of  State 
supervision.  I  may  here  properly  submit  a  o^y  of  a  resolu- 
tion adopted  recently  by  the  iSIew  England  Tax  Conference 
held  at  Boston  touching  this  very  subject,  a  conference  com- 
posed of  the  administrative  officials  of  tiie  six  New  Eng- 
land States. 

I  happened  to  be  in  attendance  at  that  Conference  and 

took  occasion  to  question  somewhat  closely  the  delegates  as 
to  the  situation  in  those  states.  1  found  that  they  were,  in 
a  way,  unable  to  understand  what  I  was  driving  at  by  asking 
such  a  question,  stating-  that  it  was  quite  a  matter  of  course, 
that  bluLks,  schedules,  etc.,  should  be  prepared  by  a  central 
body,  and  submitted  in  uniform  form  to  all  assessors. 

The  resolution  adopted  is  as  follows : 
Whereas,  The  experience  of  several  of  the  New  England 
States  shows  that  uniform  methods  of  listing  property  for 
taxation  according  to  schedules  prepared  by  the  State  Tax 
Commission  has  greatly  tended  to  uniformity  of  assessment 
Be  it  Resolved,  That  the  (\jnferenee  is  of  the  opinion  that 
such  of  the  New  England  States  as  have  not  provided  for 
such  uniform  listing  should  now  do  so." 

The  second  recommendation  flows  naturally  from  the  first. 
It  is  that  the  location  of  the  parcel  of  land  or  residence  of  the 
ovmer  of  personal  property  within  the  town  should  appear 
upon  the  roll.  I  mean  by  this  the  location  of  the  subdi- 
vimxm  —  school  district,  special  district^  village,  etc  This 
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also  is  the  universal  eustom  in  other  States.    While  it  se^ois 

perhaps  hardly  necessary  to  submit  the  opinions  of  taxing 
avtthoritieB  of  other  States  in  support  of  these  two  propo- 
sitions, yet  as  a  matter  of  general  interest  and  because  of  the 
value  of  their  precise  statements,  I  have  thought  it  desirable 
to  insert  here  replies  which  I  received  to  a  letter  submitting 
the  question  to  certain  officials  and  experts.  Thinking  their 
views  would  be  perhaps  of  most  assistance,  I  addressed  the 
letter  to  the  members  of  the  Executive  Committee  of  the 
iiational  Tax  Association  putting  the  questions  in  the  fol- 
lowing language: 

"  1.  Whether  some  Central  Board  should  have  the  power 
and  be  charged  with  the  duty  of  arranging  the  forms  for  tax 
duplicates  used  by  local  assessing  officers  by  providing  such 
suitable  and  appropriate  forms  as  it  shall  deem  advisable, 
assuming  of  course  that  no  discretion  is  left  with  it  as  to  the 
property  or  person  taxable. 

"  2.  Whether  the  tax  duplicates  should  show  in  detail,  as 
against  each  parcel  of  property  or  person  taxable,  the  assess- 
ment in  each  subdivision  of  a  township,  assuming  that  in 
these  subdivisions,  such  as  school  districts,  water  or  fire  dis- 
tricts, etc.,  a  special  tax  is  levied  for  district  purposes,  either 
as  a  part  of  the  total  levy  to  be  included  in  one  tax  bill  or, 
as  is  the  case  in  New  York,  by  a  distinct  levy  made  by  in- 
dependent district  officers  but  based  upon  the  r^lar  town- 
ship assesamfflit  by  an  apportionment  made  by  the  township 

assessors." 

The  replies  were  as  follows : 
From  Mr.  Foote,  President  of  the  Association: 

"  In  answer  to  your  first  question  will  say  that  from  the 
banning  of  my  work  upon  these  questions  until  now,  I 
have  persistently  endeavored  to  secure  laws  that  would  pro- 
vide for  uniform  systems  of  accounting  and  reporting  on  all 
matters  pertaining  to  public  finance. 

"  Such  a  system  cannot  be  devised,  put  into  operation, 
and  properly  administeired  unless  it  is  placed  under  the  au- 
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thority  of  a  Central  Board  witt  full  power  to  draft  the 
forms,  dictate  the  system  of  aocoanting  and  reftorting  and 
to  carry  their  instructions  into  effect. 

"  Beplying  to  your  secoiid  question,  will  say  that  I  have 
always  advocated  the  adoption  of  a  system  whi<^  would  re- 
sult in  the  presenting  of  one  bill  to  the  taxpayer  covering  his 
entire  list  of  taxes,  however  and  for  whatever  purpose 
assessed." 

From  Tax  Commissioner  Ccobin  of  Oonneetient : 

"  I  am  strongly  in  favor  of  both  of  the  principles  so  ex- 
pressed. 

"  I  recommended  to  the  last  Legislature  of  Connecticut 
that  provision  be  made  for  uniform  tax  lists,  and  the  prep- 
aration of  such  lists  by  a  Cmtral  Board  would  seran  to  me 
very  desirable  in  that  it  would  permit  the  form  to  be  in  ac- 
cordance with  the  most  recent  legislative  action.  It  would 
also  be  very  desirable  that  all  the  details  of  the  assessment 
in  the  subdivisions  of  the  township  should  also  be  included 
in  the  interest  of  simplicity,  and  so  that  aE  taxes  so  far  as 
possible  may  be  included  upon  one  tax  bill.'' 
From  Tax  Commissioner  Galloway  of  Or^on: 

"  Both  of  the  questions  submitted  by  you  I  shall  answer 
in  the  affirmative,  without  qualification.  I  think  that  some 
Central  Board  of  authority  should  have  the  power  and  duty 
of  prescribing  the  forms  for  tax  rolls  and  duplicates  to  be 
used  by  all  assessing  officers,  it  being  assumed  that  no  dis- 
cretion is  given  such  board  of  central  autiiority  as  to  prop- 
erty and  persons  taxable. 

"  The  tax  duplicates  or  rolls  should  show  in  detail,  against 
each  parcel  of  property  or  person  taxable  the  assessment  in 
eadi  municipal  subdivision;  the  special  taxes  levied  in  such 
subdivisions  or  districts  should  be  included  in  one  total  levy 
and  one  tax  bill  should  cover  the  entire  amount  charged  for 
the  year  against  each  taxpayer. 

"  The  Oregon  law  provides  for  this  procedure  and  we 
certainly  see  no  reason  to  suggest  a  change." 
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In  a  previous  letter  Mr.  Galloway  had  written  as  follows 
upon  reading  my  paper  read  at  the  last  Oonfefenoe: 

"  In  Oregon  we  have  only  one  assessment;  of  property  and 
(mly  one  coUeetion  of  taxes  for  all  purposes  each  year.  We 
find  that  system,  while  satisfactory,  is  complex  and  trouble- 
some enough.  It  seems  to  me  that  a  good  many  of  our  ills 
in  taxation  are  due  to  cumbersome  and  unbusineaalike  ad- 
ministration." 

From  Tax  Commiasicmefr  Haugen  of  Wisconsin : 

'^^.s  to  question  1.  Such  authority  as  you  indicate  has 
always  rested  in  the  Secretary  of  State  of  this  State.  The 
blank  assessment  and  tax  rolk  have  been  prescribed  by  that 
department  with  probably  some  minor  deviations  authorized 
to  meet  tibe  situaticm  in  some  counties,  iiecently  the  au- 
thority to  prescribe  forms  was  taken  away  from  the  Secre- 
tary of  State  and  given  to  the  Tax  Commission  and  uniform 
assesfionent  and  tax  rolls  are  now  prescribed  by  the  Tax  Com- 
mission. It  may  be  possible  that  this  system  came  about 
neoeasarily  in  Wisconsin  at  an  early  day  under  our  constitu- 
tional provision  ^  that  the  rale  of  taxation  rfiall  be  uniform 
and  taxes  shall  be  levied  upon  such  property  as  the  Legis- 
lature shall  prescribe.'  It  would  se^,  however,  that  un- 
der almost  any  system  where  the  general  jn-operty  tax  pre- 
vails uniformity  of  tax  duplicates  is  almost  a  necessity." 

"As  to  question  2.  This  too  is  the  method  pursued  in  Wis- 
consin. Our  towns  may  consist  of  several  school  districts 
and  the  tax  rates  may  differ  and  necessarily  do  differ  in  each 
school  district.  The  local  assessors  are  elected  by  towns  but 
make  note  of  the  particular  school  district  in  which  prop- 
erty is  located.  Under  our  systOTi  I  do  not  see  how  the  proper 
tax  rate  could  be  applied  to  the  different  districts 
otiber  way  thwi  to  subdivide  the  town  into  school  districts. 
Heretofore  we  have  also  had  highway  districts,  which  have 
been  treated  in  the  same  manner.  I  do  not  know  that  any 
city  is  subdivided  into  water  or  fire  districts^  except  possibly 
Milwaukee,  and  am  not  at  present  advised  as  to  what  the 
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facts  are  in  that  city.  But  if  there  is  a  difference  in  the 
cost  of  conducting  the  public  business  within  these  subdi- 
visions of  a  town  or  city,  it  seems  to  follow  as  a  matter  of 
course  that  each  subdivision  should  bear  its  proper  share. 
It  may  be  that  I  use  the  term  '  as  a  matter  of  course '  for 
the  reason  that  the  system  is  as  old  as  the  State,  with  us,  and 
I  can  look  upon  it  only  as  a  necessity  of  the  system." 

From  Prof.  Boyle  of  North  Dakota : 

"  I  note  that  you  are  interested  in  making  certain  changes 
in  the  administrative  features  of  the  New  York  Tax  Law. 
Oddly  enough  the  two  points  which  yon  suggest  do  not  exist 
at  all  in  North  Dakota  as  problems,  for  we  consider  them 
settled  long  ago.  In  regard  to  the  first  point,  I  would  say 
yes,  by  all  means  have  some  Central  r>oard  arrange  the 
forms  for  tax  duplicates  to  be  used  by  the  various  local  as- 
sessing officers.  Indeed,  any  other  method,  it  seems  to  me, 
would  lead  to  inextricable  confusion. 

"  The  second  ])oint  you  raise  in  regard  to  what  the  tax 
duplicate  should  show.  1  would  answer  in  this  way,  yes,  it 
should,  undoubtedly,  show  the  assessment  of  each  parcel  of 
propertv  in  each  subdivision  of  your  govwnment.  For  ex- 
ample, in  North  Dakota,  all  the  assessments  made  by  local 
assessors,  whether  in  urban  or  rural  districts,  are  finally  col- 
lected in  the  uniform  books  or  records  in  a  county  office, 
which  we  call  the  County  Auditor  s  Office,  and  this  record 
shows  in  what  local  district,  sdiool  districts  for  example  or 
any  other  local  division,  the  particular  property  is  assessed. 
Real  estate  in  North  Dakota  is  assessed  on  the  basis  of  tn 
rem  ;  if  the  owner's  name  is  known,  it  is  put  on  the  record, 
and  if  the  owner's  name  is  not  known,  of  course,  the  space 
is  left  blank;  but  in  any  event,  Ae  exact  local  district  lu 
which  the  real  estate  is  located  is  indicated. 

"  I  am  ^closing  you  a  leaf  out  of  the  local  assessor  s  field 
book,  which  is  step  one  in  the  assessment  of  property  in 
North  Dakota.  The  reforms  which  you  point  out  seem  to 
me  to  be  fundamental  and  to  be  very  clearly  necessary.' 
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From  Tax  Commissioner  Lord  of  Mimiesota; 
"  Yours  of  the  19th  imt.  at  hand. 

^*  I  agree  with  you  that  both  questions  should  be  answered 

in  tlie  affirmative/' 

The  reply  of  Tax  Commissioner  Howe  of  Kansas  is  so 
instructive  that  1  give  it  in  full.    He  writes : 

I  have  your  l^ter  of  ike  19th  inst,  and  answering  ike 
questions  therein  would  have  to  say  as  follows: 

"  First  Am  very  certain  that  it  is  necessary  that  power 
be  lodged  with  seme  Central  Board,  such  as  a  State  Tax 
Commission,  to  arrange  the  forms  for  tax  duplicates  and  all 
other  forms  which  are  to  be  used  in  the  assessment  and  taxa- 
tion of  property  in  so  far  as  the  same  is  possible  in  order 
that  there  may  be  uniform  action  all  over  the  State.  If  in 
different  jurisdictions  of  the  State  the  list  of  taxable  prop- 
erty should  vary,  the  forms  for  any  particular  group  of  tax- 
ing districts  would  be  arranged  similarly. 

"  Second.  In  this  State  the  items  of  proi)erty  belonging 
to  an  individual  situated  in  a  particular  county  are  not 
grouped  on  the  tax  duplicate.  The  listing  is  done  by  cities 
and  townships,  with  subdivisions  of  the  townships  as  to 
school  districts,  and  against  the  value  of  any  particular  piece 
of  property,  whether  real  or  personal,  located  in  a  township 
or  a  city  the  one  value  extended  is  used  as  a  basis  for  all 
levies  of  taxes,  including  State,  county,  city,  township  and 
school  district.  When  the  taxpayer  appears  at  the  county 
treasurer's  office  to  pay  his  taxes  if  he  has  several  items  of 
properly  throughout  the  couniy  they  are  all  gathered  to- 
gether on  the  receipt  so  that  the  receipt  issued  in  payment 
shows  the  taxes  upcm  all  his  property.  This  syst^i  is  quite 
satisfactory  in  general. 

You  will  observe  that  all  taxes  are  paid  to  the  county 
treasurer,  who  afterwards  distributes  to  the  various  sub- 
divisions of  government  their  respective  proportions.  One 
embarrassment  arises  Tuider  this  system,  and  that  is  in  rela- 
tion to  the  payment  of  special  taxes  for  improvements,  such 
as  paving,  sewer,  etc,  in  cities.    It  has  been  long  thought 
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that  it  would  be  better  if  special  taxes  few  improvements 
should  be  paid  directly  to  the  city  treasurer.  In  this  State 
there  are  no  tax  collectors  so^ed,  all  payments  at  the  pres- 
ent time  as  indicated  being  made  directly  to  the  county  treas- 
mer.  Levies  for  taxes  are  ordered  as  follows :  For  the  State 
tax  by  the  Tax  Commission;  for  the  county  tax  by  the  Board 
of  County  Commissioners ;  and  certain  of  the  township  taxes 
are  levied  by  the  Board  of  County  CcHnmissioners,  in  some 
few  instances  the  township  trustee  recommending  to  the 
Board  the  necessary  levies  required.  In  cities  the  levies  are 
ordered  by  the  mayor  and  council,  and  in  school  districts  by 
the  school  district  meeting,  the  levies  ordered  being  certified 
by  the  city  elerk  to  the  county  clerk.  All  levies  are  ex- 
tended upon  the  tax  roll  by  the  county  clerk." 

Thus  it  will  be  seen  that  what  we  are  struggling  with  here 
and  what  I  am  seeking  to  displace  has  long  ago  been  done 
away  with  in  these  important  States  and  that  the  views  ad- 
vocated are  treated  as  more  or  less  a  matter  of  course. 

Space  prevents  inserting  here  numerous  letters  of  ap- 
proval received  from  many  sources  in  this  State,  including 
State  and  county  (^cials,  assesBors,  supervisors  and  mem- 
bers of  the  Legislature.  In  fact,  I  have  yet  to  hear  from 
any  source  whatever  among  those  who  have  had  the  duty  of 
dealing  with  the  administration  or  interpretation  of  existing 
lows  governing  the  assessment  and  collection  of  taxes  in  the 
towns  of  liiis  State,  anything  but  cordial  agreement  with  the 
general  purposes  of  those  two  propositions  or  in  fact  with 
the  specific  changes  suggested. 

Eecommendation  Ko.  3  is  important  and  at  <mce  calls  for 
careful  discussion  by  local  officials.  It  contemplates  a  re- 
sult flowing  fwHn  recommendations  1  and  2,  namely  the 
abolition  of  separate  school  district  assessmaits  by  trustees 
and  of  separate  coUectors.  I  see  no  objection  whatever  to 
this  and  it  seems  to  me  to  mean  greater  ^iency  in  local 

affairs.  . 

Keeommeiidation  No.  4:  is  still  more  a  matter  lor  dis- 
cussion here  at  this  Conf erenco  —  tiie  eentwring  of  clerical 
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work  in  the  eounty  oS&sseB,  and  by  that  I  moan  reed  centering. 
At  present  the  computation  of  some  taxes  is  made  by  a 
county  officer,  but  there  is  not  the  pamumeoiee  and  direct 
responsibility  in  fiscal  affairs  that  there  would  be  if  some  one 
county  officer  were  permanently  charged  with  attending  to 
all  clerical  details.  The  duplication  of  wmk  would  appar- 
ently be  considerably  eliminated. 

Kecommendation  No.  5  —  semi-annual  payment  of  taxes 
—  is  scanething  which  is  suggested  by  the  proposed  consoli- 
dation of  taxes  in  one  bill,  the  vital  and  fundamental  thing 
sought  to  be  aocompliahed.  I  am  not  sufficiently  familiar 
with  conditions  to  pass  upon  this  recommendation  which  was 
tentatively  suggested  last  year.  It  is  a  matter,  to  my  mind, 
to  be  determined  entirely  by  the  people  to  be  affected. 

Since  writing  the  1912  paper  I  have  about  concluded  that 
it  would  not  be  wise  to  attempt  at  present,  to  provide  for  the 
indusion  of  village  taxes  in  the  one  general  bill.  Villages 
partake  much  of  the  character  of  cities.  Many  of  them  have 
special  chartefs.  Their  requirements  are  much  more  varied 
than  towns  and  school  districts.  It  seems  to  me  now  that  I 
would  leave  them  to  make  their  levies  as  at  present,  and  col- 
lect their  taxes  separately.  I  would,  however,  provide  for 
the  one  assessment  even  as  to  villages  so  that  uniformity  in 
treatment  would  obtain.  The  levies  could  be  made  npon  a 
certified  copy  of  that  part  of  the  roll  pertaining  to  villages. 

I  would,  have  but  two  copies  of  the  assessment-roll;  one 
to  be  lodged  permanently  in  the  town  and  one  to  remain 
permanently  in  the  county  office  above  referred  to. 

I  cannot  close  without  making  just  a  brief  reference  to 
an  additional  recommendation  the  importtuK^e  of  which  has 
been  more  and  more  forced  upon  me  during  the  last  few 
years  and  especially  as  my  attention  has  been  particularly 
directed  to  the  loose,  wasteful  and  reckless  administration 
of  the  affairs  of  counties  and  towns.  I  believe  that  much  of 
l3ie  present  apathy,  neglect  and  apparent  disregard  of  his  ob- 
ligation to  the  State,  city  and  town  on  the  part  of  the  citizen, 
comes  from  a  total  absence  «f  any  personal  contact  by  him 
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individually  with  the  language  of  the  Tax  Load.    Once  a 

year  we  are  all  more  or  less  in  the  position  of  a  timid  per- 
son forced  to  be  out  of  doors  in  a  thunderstorm,  i^prdden- 
sive  as  to  whether  the  lightning  will  strike  him  or  pass  him 
by.  We  necessarily  have  under  such  circumstances  little 
thought  or  care  what  happens  to  others  as  long  as  we  are  not 
touched.  This  is,  1  think,  a  destructive  force  in  govern- 
myent.  We  should  in  some  personal  way,  however  small,  be 
made  aware  of  the  existence  of  a  govOTmnent,  its  meaning 
and  its  needs.  I  have  about  come,  reluctantly  I  confess,  to 
the  belief  that  we  should  have  a  listing  system  of  s(«ne  kind 
for  certain  kinds  or  classes  of  property,  particularly  in- 
tangible property,  such  of  it  as  is  taxable,  and  that  such  list 
should  be  an  annual  affair  and  be  made  a  matter  of  imporfc- 
ance.  1  know  perfectly  that  there  are  objections  to  this  plan 
but  really  I  do  not  appreciate  their  force.  If  it  be  once  ac- 
complished that  a  person  is  reasonably  certain  that  every  one 
else  is  called  upon  to  pay  taxes  as  well  as  himself,  then  there 
will  be  no  trouble  with  evasions.  It  is  largely  because  of 
"  guess  work  assessments  that  our  present  discontent  arises. 
This  feature  is  important  in  this  connection  because  it  will 
enable  the  preparation  of  a  form  of  assessmentrroU  which 
may  readily  be  used  by  assessors  as  against  the  indefiniteness 
characteristic  of  the  present  situation. 

Concluding  these  rather  rambling  remarks,  I  would  repeat 
most  emphatically  the  need  of  some  definite  action  forward. 
Lack  of  progression  means  retpogressdon.  Betrogression 
means  dissatisfaction  and  disinterestedness  on  the  part  of 
the  people,  attended  by  subterfuge,  evasion,  graft  and  the 
usual  ills  flowii^  therefrom. 
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